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For our infinitely beloved grandson, Reece Benjamin Bradshaw, born 26 July 2011; precious baby son for Ben and Lizzi, beautiful new cousin for Sam and Connor, Georgia and Emily, and Lydia. You were prayed for and wanted more than you will ever know, little one, and we praise the Lord for his treasured gift and give all thanks to God for you. ‘Weeping may endure for a night, but joy comes in the morning.’
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In the twenty-first century, few people think twice about women having the vote along with equality before the law in Britain, particularly in the divorce and custody courts, but these rights were won at great cost.


In the Victorian and Edwardian eras and beyond, courageous women from all walks of life and all classes rose up to fight for what we now take for granted. Many women’s movements existed, among them the Actresses’ Franchise League featured in this story.


I’ve gathered material from many sources, but particular thanks go to Julie Holledge for her wonderful history of women in the Edwardian theatre. Her book, Innocent Flowers, was quite a revelation.









It is of the Lord’s mercies that we are not consumed, because His compassions they fail not. They are new every morning: great is Your faithfulness.


Lamentations 3, v. 22-3





PART ONE



The Homecoming
1880





Chapter 1



Every jolt of the coach was torture. She didn’t know how she had stood the journey thus far, but this last leg was the worst. Or perhaps it was that she knew she was going home.


Esther Hutton, or Estelle Marceau as she liked to be known, attempted to ease her swollen body into a more comfortable position on the hard wooden seat, but it was no use. She gritted her teeth, opening her eyes – which she had kept closed for much of the time since leaving London in an effort to avoid conversation with any fellow passengers – and sat staring out of the grimy window. The November afternoon was dark and overcast. The weather had got progressively colder over the long, tedious days since she had left her lodgings in Whitechapel, and for the last forty-eight hours, squalls of wintry rain had battered the coach roof and stung the travellers’ faces when they had hurried into the various inns for a meal or overnight stay.


How she hated the north – and her home village in particular. Her full, somewhat sensual lips curled. From as long as she could remember, Southwick’s residents had successfully fought off attempts by Sunderland’s corporation to integrate the village into the township, as though there was something worthy in remaining separate. She had been brought up listening to her parents talk about the dregs of humanity ‘across the river’, as though poverty and disease and squalor didn’t exist in Southwick. The hypocrisy, that’s what she couldn’t stand. All right, her family might be middle class, her father being a vicar and all, but his work must have brought him into contact with the seamier side of life in the village. When she had been able to escape her mother’s obsessional control and run wild in Carley, the area closest to the vicarage, it was the smell and flies she had noticed the most.


Esther swallowed hard, the memory of the ash middens rising up in her throat as the child inside her kicked as though in protest at her thoughts. The children she had played with on those oc casions had never seemed to be aware of the stench filling the back lanes, but once, when she’d had no choice but to use one of the backyard privies shared by several families or soil her drawers, the excrement was piled up practically to the top of the wooden seat and she had thrown up the contents of her stomach right there on the rough stone floor. Some of the children had even played in the field where the scavengers who cleared the human muck each week dumped their grisly load. Flies lived in their millions on the dung hill and during the summer months they invaded the tightly packed terraced houses closest to the farmer’s field, resting on food and getting into jugs of milk and crawling on babies’ sticky faces.


She swallowed again as her stomach churned, telling herself to think of something else.


How would she be received when she reached the vicarage? The grey landscape mocked the foolishness of the question. Why ask the road you know? Her father would be full of icy fury and her mother beside herself as to what people would think. To have their daughter’s sin paraded in front of their eyes was their worst nightmare. She glanced at the cheap gold band on the third finger of her left hand. She had bought the wedding ring before leaving London. It wouldn’t fool her parents but it gave some semblance of respectability to her homecoming.


Her gaze wandered and she caught the eye of the wife of the young couple sitting opposite. The woman immediately dropped her gaze to the neatly gloved hands clasped in her lap, her sallow cheeks flushing. Since leaving London, Esther had had to change coaches several times. This one, which had left Middlesbrough early that morning, held yet another different batch of travellers. Besides the young couple, a portly, red-faced man was sitting dozing next to the husband, and an elderly gentleman with snow-white hair and a frock coat was sitting reading from a book of prayers on the seat beside Esther.


All her fellow passengers were dressed soberly and the woman in particular was the very essence of propriety, her dark-brown coat and hat and high-buttoned black boots speaking of dignified refinement. Esther appeared like a bright exotic bird that had somehow found itself among a group of sparrows, and the young wife’s fascinated and covert glances as the journey had progressed had made Esther very aware of her mistake. Among the company she had mixed with in London her blue brocade dress and matching coat with its elaborate fur collar would have been considered almost dull. It was the most subdued outfit in her wardrobe, which was why she had chosen to wear it for her imminent arrival in Southwick, but too late she realised she should have pawned a couple of the dresses one or other of her ‘gentlemen’ had bought her and used the money to buy something plain and serviceable.


She looked out of the window again, studying her reflection in the glass. Her hat with its sweeping blue and silver feathers brought out the deep violet of her eyes and pretty tilt of her chin, but she lamented the loss of the paint and powder she had used regularly for the last decade. Her mother would have become apoplectic at the faintest suggestion of such wickedness.


The coach lurched drunkenly, its wheels struggling over the thick ridges of mud and deep icy puddles in the narrow road they were travelling on, and Esther banged her forehead on the window, knocking her hat askew. Suddenly hot tears pricked at the back of her eyes, not because of the bump which had been nothing in itself but because of the position she found herself in. She had vowed never to come back to the north-east when she had left it fifteen years ago, but what choice did she have? Her hands rested for a moment on the mound of her stomach. None. The music-hall audiences didn’t want to see an actress heavy with child entertaining them, and her admirers had vanished one by one over the last months as her pregnancy had progressed. She had sold every bit of jewellery she possessed and the lovely fur coat one of her gentlemen had bought for her in the early days, and she still hadn’t been able to pay the rent for the last few weeks. A moonlight flit had been her only option and she had left with the remainder of the clothes she hadn’t sold for her coach fare packed in her carpet bag and little else.


She blinked the tears away and sat up straighter. But she would return. Once the child was born and she had rested and was strong again, she would plan her escape. She had managed it fifteen years ago and she would do it again. Her parents would take care of the baby, they would see it as their Christian duty however much it stuck in their craw. She would make her way back to London and with her figure her own again she could take her life up once more. She was still pretty, and what she didn’t know about pleasing a man and catering for their more . . . unusual desires wasn’t worth knowing.


Her whole stomach shifted as the child changed position, and as she had done so many times, she silently cursed its existence. She hadn’t been able to believe the non-appearance of her monthlies at first, but once she had accepted that the preventative measures she had been instructed in by an older actress at the beginning of her career in the halls had failed, she had tried everything she could to get rid of the thing growing inside her. Bottles of gin, scalding hot baths, jumping down half a flight of stairs and lifting weights so heavy she thought her eyes would pop out of their sockets, she had done it all. All but visiting one of the old wives, of whose dark arts every actress knew. She had seen too many girls die as a result of their ministrations over the years to go down that route.


She shut her eyes, exhaustion uppermost from the last few days spent on uncomfortable seats in lumbering, swaying coaches and nights tossing and turning on bug-infested mattresses in wayside inns. She was cold and tired and hungry, and already homesick for London and the life she had led before this disaster had overtaken her.


She didn’t doubt that not a thing would have changed in Southwick; except, perhaps, the streets which had begun to spread eastwards from the village green five years before she left might have increased in number. But the glassworks, shipyards and all manner of industry that jostled for space with the lime kilns built to take the stone from Carley Hill would still be lining the river banks, and smoke and filth from the factories would continue to hang ominously in the air. Wearmouth colliery would still be dominating the western part of Monkwearmouth which led on to Southwick, and cinders and ash blown in the wind from the pit would inevitably find their way on to the washing of Southwick housewives.


Of course, the air could be thick with smog and the gutters running in filth in London, but it was different somehow, Esther thought drowsily. The taverns and coffee-houses, the theatres and exhibitions and concerts, the galleries and waxworks were all so vibrant and exciting, and the shops . . . Oh, the shops. Full of the latest Paris fashions and so elegant. Shopping being one of the few amusements considered suitable for unaccompanied women, she and her music-hall friends had often indulged themselves as far as their purses would allow. And if it had been one of the times when a group of upper-class young rakes had patronised the theatre the night before, looking for fun after the show, their purses might be very full indeed.


A small secret smile touched the corners of Esther’s mouth. The stories she could tell . . . But why shouldn’t she live life to the full? You were only here once. And when a woman got married she was finished. She was a slave to her husband, and unless she married well she was a slave to the home too. But in either case her freedom was curtailed, restraints came in their hundreds and all merriment was gone. Not that she intended to end up like one or two actresses she knew, reduced to working in one of Soho’s ‘pleasure halls’ where carnal depravity and unimaginable licentiousness was the order of the day. No, she would get out before her looks began to fade, take herself off somewhere in the country and pose as a genteel widow to snare some yokel who was wealthy enough to see to it she didn’t have to lift a finger.


She snuggled deeper into her warm fur collar, the rocking and swaying of the coach adding to the overwhelming weariness. And then she slept.





‘The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away, and it is not for us to fathom the mind of the Almighty, Mrs Skelton.’ Jeremiah Hutton placed a large bony hand on the shoulder of the little woman standing next to him. ‘Life and death is in His hands and His alone.’


A snort from the corner of the room where a wrinkled crone was sitting huddled in front of the glowing range with a sleeping baby on her lap caused Jeremiah to turn his head. This was the old grandmother, and he had had occasion to cross swords with her before. Shrivelled and skeletal, and possessing black teeth which protruded like witch’s fangs whenever she opened her mouth, she was nevertheless a force to be reckoned with and, in Jeremiah’s opinion, profane and godless. ‘You wish to say something, Mrs Woodrow?’ he said coldly, aware of Mrs Skelton at the side of him flapping her hand silently at her mother in an effort to keep the peace.


She might as well have tried to stop the tide from flowing in and out. ‘Aye, I do, an’ stop your flutterin’, our Cissie,’ the old woman added to her red-faced daughter. ‘All this talk of the Almighty an’ Him decidin’ what’s what don’t wash with me, Vicar. It weren’t Him who had Alfred standin’ on a plank weldin’ thirty feet off the ground, now was it? There’s not a day goes by that some poor so-an’-so don’t cop it in them blood yards, an’ you know it – but the owners aren’t interested in safety or workin’ conditions. Not them, in their fine houses with their lady wives takin’ the air in their carriage an’ pair.’


‘Mam, please.’


‘Weeks he’s bin bitin’ down on a bit of wood at night to keep from cryin’ out an’ frightenin’ the bairns, his legs smashed to pieces. You know – you saw ’em, Vicar. An’ when the gangrene set in an’ they brought the maggots to feast on his flesh, even then he didn’t give up. Fought to the last, Alfred did, poor devil. Well, he’s fightin’ no longer.’ The old woman’s rheumy gaze moved to the wooden trestle against one white-washed wall of the kitchen, a bucket standing beneath it to catch the drips from the body lying above. ‘God rest his soul.’


Jeremiah had remained still and silent throughout this discourse as befitted someone of his standing. He was not about to enter into a debate with Mrs Woodrow on the nature of her son-in-law’s untimely death; he had learned to his cost in the past that the irascible old woman had an answer for everything. His face impassive, he merely stared at her, wanting nothing more than to be gone from the two rooms the family of ten called home which smelled strongly of death and bleach. But his duty had brought him to the house to discuss the funeral the day after tomorrow, and he had never shirked his duty in his life.


He was grateful that most of his parishioners came from the better part of Southwick but there were a few, like this family, living in Low Southwick on the doorstep of the shipbuilding yards and marine engineering and glass bottle-works who worshipped at his church rather than attending a chapel or a smaller church in the district. Jeremiah looked on such folk as his cross to bear and prided himself that he did it with fortitude.


The tenement building in Victoria Street was all stairs and passages, and in this street and others like it, the front and back doors were always open, being thoroughfares for the numerous residents. It wasn’t unusual for each room of the two-up, two-down terraces to house entire families, but the Skeltons were fortunate inasmuch as they rented the downstairs of this particular house, comprising of the kitchen and front room, the latter used as the family’s communal bedroom.


Turning his pale-blue eyes on the bereaved widow, Jeremiah reminded her of something else she had to be thankful for as he ignored the old woman by the range. ‘It’s a blessing Adam and Luke are in employment, Mrs Skelton,’ he said stiffly, referring to the woman’s eldest sons who worked alongside their father in Pickersgill’s shipyard, or had done until their father was careless enough to get himself killed. ‘It must be a great comfort to know you are sure of two wages coming in each week.’


There was another ‘Hmph!’ from the corner by the range. ‘Aye, an’ young Luke already havin’ lost a finger an’ him only sixteen.’


‘Mam.’


This time her daughter’s voice held a note that caused her mother to narrow her eyes and suck in her thin lips, but she said no more in the few minutes Jeremiah remained in the house.


When he emerged into Victoria Street, the afternoon light was fading fast and the earlier rain had turned to sleet, but Jeremiah stood breathing in several lungfuls of the bitterly cold air before he began to walk briskly northwards. The stench of death had got up his nostrils, he thought irritably. It would quite spoil his appetite for dinner.


His thick black greatcoat and hat and muffler kept out the chill, and by the time he had walked along Stoney Lane and turned on to the green, he was sweating slightly. The usual tribe of snotty-nosed and barefoot ragamuffins hadn’t been playing outside the houses from whence he had come today, much to his relief. The worsening weather had sent them indoors. And now, as he made his way through the streets of High Southwick towards the vicarage, he relaxed a little. There might be some rough types hereabouts, especially among the Irish contingent in Carley, but they couldn’t hold a candle to the scum in Low Southwick.


He gave a self-righteous sniff, tucking his muffler more securely in his coat although it was perfectly all right as it was.


That dreadful old hag back there, daring to address him without a shred of respect for his position! Even the Carley O’Rileys, bad as they were, held him in the esteem due to him. It was a great pity the two Skelton boys were of an age to be in employment, since the workhouse would have soon brought their crone of a grandmother to heel and taught her to respect her betters.


He passed a group of ruddy-faced men leaving their shift at the Cornhill Glassworks, and as one man they doffed their caps to him. Their deference went some way in soothing his ruffled feathers, but he was still smarting a little as he opened the wrought-iron gates which led on to the drive of the vicarage.


He regretted not taking the pony and trap now, but the last time he had used it to visit one of his parishioners in Low Southwick Bess had been as skittish as a foal on the way home, something obviously having upset her. Sprites of Satan, some of those children were. But it gave emphasis to his standing, the horse and trap. He must remember that in the future when dealing with such as Mrs Woodrow.


In the last few minutes, the sleet had turned into fat flakes of snow which were beginning to settle as the temperature dropped, but Jeremiah’s mind was on something more serious than the weather as he reached his front door. The reverence given to a man of the cloth such as he, was surely a courtesy of the utmost importance and he could not, he would not allow the common rabble to display such impertinence. For their own sakes. Where would society find itself, if dishonour and insolence were allowed free rein? The Woodrow woman’s indictments against the shipyard owners – several of whom he counted among his personal friends – could not be tolerated. It was his clear Christian duty to have a quiet word in the necessary ears. It stood to reason, if the father had been stirring up anarchy within his own home, the sons must be tainted with the same brush. The old grandmother couldn’t have come to such conclusions on her own, she was merely a woman, after all. She must have heard talk. Rebellious talk.


Jeremiah breathed in deeply, exhaling slowly as he turned to look back over the pebbled drive and neatly manicured lawns and flowerbeds either side of it. The vicarage was a substantial building of three storeys and set in half-an-acre of ground. It was situated a few hundred yards from the main village, the church rising up behind it like a sentinel keeping watch over the grids of streets running down to the River Wear. He had been born in the master bedroom thirty-eight years ago, and apart from his time at ecclesiastical college he had never lived anywhere else. Just weeks after he had left college, his father had contracted cholera from one of his parishioners in Low Southwick, and within days he had died, his mother passing away of the same disease within the week. Jeremiah had remained in good health, something he had felt was God’s provision, especially when the bishop of the diocese, a family friend, had made it plain he wished him to continue in his father’s place.


Taking off his hat, Jeremiah banged it against his leg before turning and opening the front door. Immediately a strong smell of beeswax and lavender oil met his nostrils, and as he stepped into the tiled hall he exhaled again, this time with a feeling of satisfaction. His home was one of order and discipline – he would not tolerate anything else – and with his wife being of like mind, their existence together was harmonious. When the bishop had made it clear he expected Jeremiah to find a wife post-haste in view of his changed circumstances, introducing his niece at a dinner party shortly afterwards, Jeremiah had taken the hint and within twelve months he and Mary were wed. It didn’t matter to him that Mary was plain and severe in outlook – probably the reason she’d had no suitors at the age of twenty-five – she was domesticated and of good breeding and perfectly suited to her role as a vicar’s wife.


Such was his passionless nature he could have continued quite happily through life without a mate, but he had performed his husbandly obligations every so often and in due course Mary had given birth to their son, John, five years after they were married – a respectable interval, they had both felt. Matthew had followed two years later, and the twins, David and Patience, four years after that. By unspoken mutual agreement they had decided that their procreation function in the sight of God was adequately discharged, and both had felt relief that that side of marriage – obligatory but slightly distasteful – was over.


He was taking his coat off when Bridget, their little maid, came through the door at the end of the hall which opened into a corridor leading to the kitchen and servants’ quarters. His father had employed a cook and a maid, and Jeremiah had grown up in a very comfortable household along with his sister Esther, but his initial salary as a young vicar had not been such to afford servants. When he had married Mary, the bishop had seen to it that his niece could continue to live in the manner to which she was accustomed, and so Bridget, her mother Kitty who was cook and father Patrick who took care of the grounds and any odd jobs, had joined them. That had been twelve years ago and Jeremiah didn’t pay the little family a penny more than when he had first taken them on. He considered that they were adequately fed and clothed and had a roof over their heads; their wage was something he secretly resented.


Jeremiah’s eyes narrowed as he registered the start the little maid gave when she saw him, and as she scurried to his side he could see something was amiss.


‘Oh, sir, we didn’t know you were back,’ she said in a loud whisper. ‘The mistress asked me to keep an eye open for you, but then she wanted some more hot water for the pot and—’


‘What is it?’ He had no patience with Bridget’s gabbling; the girl was a constant irritation to him, but thankfully it was Mary who mostly dealt with the servants.


‘It’s her, sir. The – the lady who’s in with the mistress. She says . . .’ Here Bridget’s speech seemed to fail her and she gaped at him for a moment, before continuing, ‘She says she’s your sister, come to visit, sir.’


Jeremiah’s sharp ears didn’t miss the infinitesimal pause. He stared into the earnest rosy-cheeked face, his mind racing. Esther? Esther had come home? But it had been fifteen years and no word. Not that he, or his parents before they had passed away, had wanted one, not after the note she had left saying she intended to go on the stage. They had told no one of that, of course. His father had let it be known that his daughter had gone abroad for her health, and after a suitable time had intimated that she had decided to live permanently in warmer climes.


Becoming aware that Bridget was waiting for him to speak, he pulled himself together. ‘I see.’ He glanced at the silver hot-water jug which had been part of the fine tea set the bishop had bought the happy couple as a wedding gift. ‘Take that into your mistress and tell her I’ll be along shortly.’


‘Yes, sir.’ Bridget seemed glad her duty was done, whirling round and scampering across the polished tiles to the drawing room even before he had finished speaking.


The drawing room and morning room were on the ground floor of the vicarage. The first floor was taken up with the dining room, Jeremiah’s study and the children’s schoolroom. The top floor consisted of six bedrooms, with a less grand and space-consuming staircase than that which connected the ground and first floor.


Jeremiah had visited more lavish premises when calling on clergy friends, but also many less spacious, and overall he was pleased at the accident of birth which had destined him to live in the vicarage after his parents had died. When they had been alive the morning room had been the dining room, and his mother’s sewing room had occupied the present dining room on the first floor. On entering the house, Mary had immediately declared that an informal sitting room on the ground floor was essential. His position dictated a morning room where Jeremiah could see parishioners in private, or she could receive women friends who called for morning refreshments. He hadn’t argued. And so their meals had to come up one flight of stairs and be kept hot, which involved placing serving dishes in scalding water and perfect timing when a dinner party was in progress. But that was Kitty and Bridget’s problem. Servants were readily available, and could usually be replaced without difficulty if they failed to meet the required standards.


Jeremiah eased his starched clerical collar and smoothed the strands of sparse ginger hair either side of his head before looking towards the drawing-room door. He felt no excitement at the prospect of his sister’s return, merely anxiety. Esther had been a wayward child, given to flights of fancy and extreme precociousness, and as she had grown, so had her brashness. She had run rings round their mother, and her boldness with his friends had caused him much embarrassment. She had possessed none of the modest virtues appropriate for the daughter of a well-to-do vicar, and had stated quite emphatically that she had no intention of becoming the decorative wife of a boring provincial husband but would follow her own star. He had put much of her prattle down to her youth, but when she had skedaddled at the tender age of fifteen it hadn’t come as much of a surprise to him, although their parents had been mortified.


His brows drew together. And now the black sheep of the family was sitting in the drawing room with his wife, who knew nothing of the true circumstances surrounding Esther. He had been too ashamed to tell Mary the truth. The door to the drawing room opened and Bridget re-emerged, the girl’s expression changing to one of wariness as she saw him still standing there. He beckoned her over with a crooked finger and when she was standing in front of him, said tersely, ‘The children? Where are they?’


‘Me da’s lookin’ after ’em in the schoolroom for the present, sir. The mistress said for me to go and take over once I’d served tea.’


‘And have you served tea?’


‘Aye. I mean yes, sir. I have.’


‘Then go and do what your mistress told you.’


Jeremiah waited until Bridget had disappeared upstairs before walking across the hall. He opened the drawing-room door with a flourish and stepped inside.





Chapter 2



Esther had scarcely been able to believe it when after knocking on the door of the vicarage and demanding to see Mrs Hutton, a stranger had come into the morning room where the maid had shown her. She had stared at the thin, colourless woman in front of her and the woman had stared back, before taking a deep breath and saying, ‘You wish to see me?’ her tone making it quite clear she did not expect the meeting to last long.


The woman’s barely concealed distaste had the effect of straightening Esther’s backbone and lifting her chin, but behind her cool facade her mind was racing. Where was her mother? Had her father married again? He must have. But to this frump? And if her father had taken a second wife, that must mean her mother had died.


The woman hadn’t asked her to sit down and Esther’s swollen feet were aching and her back breaking, but she gave no sign of her physical discomfort when she answered the usurper in an equally cold tone, ‘I was expecting to see my mother. I am Esther. Perhaps my father has spoken of me?’


‘Your father?’ For a moment the steely poise faltered but immediately the woman collected herself, gesturing at one of the small armchairs in the room as she said, ‘Please be seated. Am I to understand you are Jeremiah’s sister?’


Esther continued to stand straight and still as she inclined her head. Jeremiah. Of course. This pikestaff of a woman must be Jeremiah’s wife. ‘Where are my mother and father?’ she asked quietly but fearing the answer.


Mary was at a loss for perhaps the first time in her life. When Bridget had knocked on the door of the schoolroom where she was listening to John and Matthew’s tutor, Mr Maxwell, take the boys through the alphabet after she had settled the twins for their afternoon nap, and told her they had a visitor, she had excused herself forthwith and followed the maid on to the landing. There she had been slightly nonplussed when Bridget had practically barred her way, whispering, ‘Ma’am, it’s a – a lady – an’ she’s expectin’ a bairn. I thought you ought to know.’


Something in the way the maid had spoken had caused her to lower her own voice. ‘A lady from hereabouts?’


‘I don’t think so, ma’am. At least I’ve never seen her afore an’ she’s dressed . . .’ Here Bridget seemed to be searching for the right words. ‘She’s not dressed like folk round here, ma’am. And she wouldn’t say her name. Just repeated all haughty-like for me to fetch you.’


‘All right, Bridget.’ Mary had thought quickly. ‘I will see this lady but come immediately I ring for you.’


And now it appeared that their visitor was none other than Jeremiah’s sister who, she understood, was living somewhere on the continent having made an impetuous marriage to a Frenchman without asking her parents’ permission and thus incurring their wrath. When Mary had ventured a suggestion, shortly before they had wed, that Jeremiah might like to extend an olive branch to his sister now his parents had gone, and invite her and her husband to the wedding, he had not welcomed the idea, and the subject was never discussed again.


Making a swift decision, Mary forced a smile. ‘Shall we go through to the drawing room where it’s more comfortable?’ she said graciously. ‘And I’m sure it’s time for afternoon tea. We can talk in front of the fire.’


She only noticed the large carpet bag when Esther bent to pick it up, and said immediately, ‘Leave that. Bridget will see to it shortly.’


All that had been over two hours ago. Now, as Mary glanced at her husband as he entered the drawing room, her hazel eyes were chips of flecked ice and her lips a thin line across her face. She was angry, more angry than she had ever been in the whole of her life.


Jeremiah had lied to her. Not only that, this sister of his was an actress in the music halls in the city of London. Everyone knew what that meant. Actresses were scarlet women soliciting from the stage rather than the streets, and the music halls were beds of iniquity. She had known there was no husband once Esther had begun to divulge her story, and it had only taken a few searching questions to persuade Jeremiah’s sister to admit it. And this – this woman was her children’s aunt, related to them by blood. The whole situation was quite intolerable.


After one look at his wife, Jeremiah didn’t glance her way again as he walked across the room, his eyes on the sister he hadn’t seen for fifteen years. In truth, he wouldn’t have recognised her if he had passed her in the street. The Esther who had run away that far-off day with the money from his mother’s cash-box and several pieces of jewellery which had been passed down to his mother from her mother, bore no resemblance to the plump, brightly dressed woman sitting on the sofa next to Mary. If he had had to describe the girl Esther he would have said she was pert and saucy, but with a fresh innocence that reflected a sheltered upbringing. The woman in front of him, her gown cut to show the curve of her breasts and her golden hair carefully styled in elaborate waves and curls, was neither innocent nor fresh. Her worldliness was apparent in every inch of her, but especially in the expression of her violet-blue eyes.


He swallowed against the shock and outrage and did not return her smile, nor did he address her as he would any other person who was a guest in his home. Looking down at her, he said tightly, ‘Why have you come here, Esther?’


She didn’t seem at all taken aback by his attitude, and as her smile died she answered him as directly as he’d spoken to her. ‘I am going to have a baby and I am temporarily without funds. I had nowhere else to go.’


Her voice was still the same, clear and beautifully modulated with a hint of the soft breathlessness which had captivated all his friends when they were young. His mother had insisted Esther attend elocution lessons when they were children, worried that her daughter would pick up the north-east dialect. The result had been very successful, the child’s distinct pronunciation and articulation devoid of any idiom or accent. After Esther had run away, their father had accused his wife of planting the idea of becoming an actress – albeit unwittingly – by her actions, something Jeremiah knew his mother had never forgiven his father for until her dying day.


Remembering the turmoil of that time, his voice was a hiss when he said, ‘And the father? Your husband?’


Afterwards he thought he might have believed there was some hope for her if she had lowered her head in shame or wept, but when she stared him straight in the face and said evenly, ‘The two are not synonymous,’ it was all he could do not to take her by the throat and throttle the wickedness out of her.


‘Esther is not married, Jeremiah.’ Mary spoke for the first time since he had entered the room, each word a snap. ‘And we have ascertained that paternity is not possible to pin down.’


He would never have imagined Mary would speak so bluntly about such matters. The fact that she had done so shocked him nearly as much as the inference her words held. ‘You mean . . .’ He cleared his throat, unable to go on.


‘It’s normal for the girls to have several admirers.’ Esther’s tone was not defensive, more matter-of-fact. ‘No one thinks anything of it. Everything’s different in London.’


Jeremiah felt a heat rising up in him made up of fury, embarrassment and shame. And yet he had known, hadn’t he? The minute he’d set eyes on her he had known what she’d become. The seed of it had always been there, it had merely needed the watering of it to make it grow, and from what he had heard about the music halls and theatres in the capital, it was Sodom and Gomorrah. There were words bubbling in his head, profane, coarse, foul words that he wanted to spit into her face, but by an effort of will he had not known he was capable of, he subdued what he perceived as the flesh and the devil. ‘There is no place for you here,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘You broke our mother’s heart and sent her and Father to an early grave. As far as I am concerned, I have no sister.’


‘I understand from your wife that Mother and Father died of the cholera.’ Esther’s voice was low now and weighted with scorn. ‘Even you cannot imagine I had a hand in that. And I am not so naive to believe that my leaving home affected Mother’s heart one way or the other. We never liked each other, as you well know. I am sure that once you had all covered my tracks with the story of a trip abroad and my subsequent marriage to this Frenchman, there was a sigh of relief all round that I was gone.’


There was an element of truth in what she said but Jeremiah would have sooner walked on hot coals than admit it. He stared into the face which was still lovely in spite of the life of debauchery, and he had the urge, almost overpowering, as it had been once before, to strangle the life out of her. Clearly, Mary had told his sister the explanation they had put about regarding her sudden departure, but that did not trouble him. It was the fact that his wife was fully aware of this shameful and humiliating part of his life that had his stomach in knots. After Esther had left he had prayed daily for years that she was dead and burning in hell, and eventually he had persuaded himself that the Almighty had answered his pleadings.


‘You’re a common slut, worse than the dockside whores. At least they are driven to do what they do in the main just to survive. But you, you were a gentlewoman of good birth and breeding, the daughter of a minister with fine connections.’


‘Good birth and breeding and fine connections?’ Esther gave a contemptuous laugh. ‘Most of my gentlemen can boast the same, along with refined, cultured wives, but that doesn’t stop them coming to me for pleasures the like of which you have no idea of. Every man is the same under the skin – even you, my dear brother.’


Jeremiah almost choked, so great was his fury. If he had ever been in doubt that the devil could enter a human being he doubted it no more. His sister was possessed, it was the only possible answer to such fiendish depravity. ‘You will leave this house this instant,’ he began, only to be checked by his wife rising to her feet.


For only the second time since he had entered the room he looked at Mary, and she seemed to take on the form of an avenging angel before his maddened gaze. ‘Esther will be residing here until the child is born,’ she told him. ‘Your sister will take her meals in her room and will exercise only within the grounds of the house if she wishes to take the air. There will be no contact with the children, nor with any visitors who may call. This has been agreed.’


‘But—’


‘We will fulfil our Christian duty, Jeremiah.’


Helplessly he stared into the forbidding face of his wife. Gone was the compliant, amenable spouse he had shared his life with for the last twelve years, and in her place was a tight-lipped, angry woman who felt she had been ill-used. But how could he have told Mary the truth? And he had never dreamed that Esther would have the temerity to return to the place of her birth if she was still alive. Weakly now, he mumbled, ‘Mary, listen to me. This is impossible. Your uncle—’


‘Do not speak his name.’ She actually took a step towards him before she checked herself. ‘He is a good man, a righteous man, and you have repaid his patronage with a web of deceit and deception. He would not forgive you, Jeremiah, and neither can I .’


She stopped the response he’d been about to make with an upraised palm, and after one last scathing glance at him, turned to Esther, who had had the good sense to remain silent during the exchange between husband and wife. ‘Bridget has lit a fire in your room and will bring you a tray later,’ she said with icy politeness, pulling on the bell-cord at the side of the fireplace. ‘As far as the servants are concerned, the story my husband and his parents circulated will hold true. You are the wife of a French nobleman who unfortunately met with an accident recently, and after his untimely death it was discovered that the estate was deeply in debt. You wished to be with family when your child was born.’


Esther nodded. She wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth, and it would seem this dried-up stick of a woman was the one she needed to appease. Nevertheless, her sister-in-law’s overt condemnation rankled, and Esther vowed that before she left this house she would see her day with the pair of them.


‘While you are under this roof you will be known as Mrs Esther Lemaire,’ Mary added, her back as straight as a ramrod, ‘and you will conduct yourself accordingly. I want no mention of your stage name, Marceau, in this house. I will not have a breath of scandal contaminating my children. Is that clear? One indiscreet word and you will live to regret it.’


After a perfunctory tap at the door, Bridget entered the room, glancing uncertainly at the tableau vivant facing her. Again it was Mary who took control, her voice cool and without emotion when she said, ‘Mrs Lemaire is tired after her journey and wishes to retire for the night. Show her to her room and see to it a dinner tray is provided at eight o’clock.’


‘Yes, ma’am.’


Jeremiah waited until the maid and his sister had left the drawing room, the latter sweeping past him as though she was the lady of the manor, and the moment the door was shut, he said, ‘Please listen to me, Mary. I had no idea Esther was still alive, I swear it.’


‘And that makes your subterfuge acceptable? I think not.’


‘You didn’t have to let her stay.’


‘Don’t be so ridiculous.’ She had never spoken to him in such a tone before. ‘If we had not offered your sister refuge in her condition, what do you think the servants would have thought? Not only thought but said, Jeremiah. Gossip travels like wildfire, make no mistake about that, and human nature being what it is this tasty morsel would have kept folk well-fed for years. She is dressed like’ – here Mary’s speech failed her for a moment – ‘like a strumpet, but by keeping to the story of marriage to a Frenchman, this can be explained by the fact that the fashions in France are more flamboyant than in England. I have made it clear what I expect of her and that for most of the time she will stay in her room. The servants will not think that unreasonable in view of her condition and the long journey she has undertaken.’


‘The servants.’ There was a note of irritation in Jeremiah’s voice now. ‘What does it matter what they think? And they wouldn’t dare breathe a word, I’d make sure of that.’


Mary shook her head slowly, and again she spoke to him as she had never done in twelve years of marriage. ‘You are not a stupid man, Jeremiah, so don’t act like one,’ she said acidly.


And it said much for how the balance of their relationship had changed in just a few short hours that her husband made no reply . . .





It was a week later and the blizzards that had arrived the night Esther had come home had finally died out. The snow lay thick and the keen north-east wind had gathered it into deep drifts which in places could swallow horse and cart whole.


Esther had made no attempt to leave her room, not because of the weather which would have made it impossible for her to walk in the gardens of the vicarage, but because she had felt unwell and wanted nothing more than to lie in a warm bed and watch the flickering flames of the fire which Bridget raked out and lit every morning. Normally possessed of a vitality which enabled her to function on no more than four or five hours’ sleep a night, she felt drained and exhausted and slightly nauseous, eating only a few mouthfuls of the meals brought to her and sleeping most of the time when the child in her womb allowed her to do so.


For the first morning since Esther had arrived at the house a weak winter sun was shining when Bridget brought her breakfast. After the maid had plumped up the pillows behind her back and placed the tray containing a bowl of creamy porridge and a plate of bacon and eggs across her lap, Esther said quietly, ‘I think I may get up today, Bridget, and sit by the window in the sunshine.’


‘Oh aye, I would, ma’am. Makes you feel better, don’t it, a bit of sun. Would you like to come downstairs to the drawing room? I’ve just lit a nice fire in there.’


Esther smiled. She liked this cheery young soul with her warm brown eyes and curly light brown hair which always seemed to be trying to force the little lace cap off her head. ‘No, I won’t come downstairs today, but perhaps you would be good enough to move the armchair over to the window so I can see out.’


‘Of course, ma’am, an’ I’ll sort out a nice blanket for your legs. Always nippy round the legs in the warmest room, I find.’ Bridget bustled about, hauling the high-backed leather armchair from its place next to the bed to the window, and then delving into the oak blanket box at the foot of the brass bedstead for a thick wool blanket. That done, she came to stand by the bed when Esther murmured, ‘You may take the tray now, Bridget.’


‘Oh, ma’am, can’t you try an’ eat a bit more?’


‘I’ve had sufficient, thank you.’ And then, in case Bridget took her words as a rebuff and not wishing to hurt the girl’s feelings, Esther added, ‘Perhaps I’ll find my appetite again once I’m up and about. All I’ve done for the last week is sleep.’


‘Best thing, ma’am, if you don’t mind me saying so, what with the long journey and your condition an’ all.’


It was the first time her pregnancy had been mentioned and Esther nodded but didn’t comment.


Bridget hesitated a moment, and then said tentatively but with an eagerness she couldn’t conceal, ‘I hope you don’t think I don’t know me place, ma’am, but can I ask you what France is like? Is it very different to England? Me da, he’s always had a yen to travel but he’s never bin further than over the water from Ireland to these parts, bless him.’


It wasn’t often Esther’s conscience made itself felt but as she looked into the maid’s trusting brown eyes she found it difficult to lie. ‘I think your father would find most places in most countries differ only a little,’ she said at last. ‘France is beautiful but then so is England. Every country has its strengths and weaknesses, and people are the same the world over.’


Bridget nodded. ‘Me mam always says that wherever you go the rich get richer an’ the poor get poorer. Oh, not that I mean anything by that, ma’am.’


‘I know what you mean, Bridget.’ Esther smiled. ‘And I agree with your mother. Life is rarely fair.’


Again Bridget hesitated before saying softly, ‘We’re right sorry about what’s happened, ma’am. Me and me mam and da, I mean.’


For a moment Esther was at a loss and then she realised Bridget was referring to her supposed French husband. ‘Thank you,’ she said just as softly.


‘The babbie’ll be a comfort, ma’am, when it comes.’


‘Yes, I’m sure it will.’


‘Would you like me to help you get dressed, ma’am, if you’re going to sit by the window?’


‘I don’t think I’ll bother to get dressed, Bridget. The room is lovely and warm, and with the blanket you’ve provided I’ll be as snug as a bug in a rug. You get on with what you have to do and I promise I’ll ring if I need anything.’


‘Right you are, ma’am.’ Bridget nodded and smiled at the woman she privately termed as ‘that poor soul’, but once on the landing she stood for a moment before making her way downstairs to the kitchen with the tray.


‘What’s up with you, lass?’ Her mother was standing at the large range which was the heart of the vicarage kitchen. Bridget had been thirteen years old when she and her parents had been taken on as servants, and for months before that they had been tramping the roads looking for work. The memory of that time, the cold, the gnawing hunger and terror she had felt at being homeless was burned deep inside her soul, as was the sheer bliss of their first night at the vicarage when her mother had got the range going and she’d toasted her feet on the fender whilst eating girdle scones dripping with butter. She had thought she’d landed in heaven that day, and still the security and comfort the two-oven range gave was something she would have been unable to put into words.


The kitchen itself was a fairly large room, the walls whitewashed and the floor made up of flagstones. Its ceiling was irregular and somewhat grimy, with several beams running across it. Besides the range, the rest of the furniture comprised of a long scrubbed table with a low wooden bench either side of it, a row of floor-to-ceiling cupboards the length of one wall, and two old Windsor chairs which sat on the clippy mat in front of the range. On the left wall was a doorway, without a door, leading to the scullery in which vegetables were prepared and washing-up done, and beyond this was a small walk-in larder with stone slab shelves which were an asset in summer in keeping food and milk cool. They were also dark and hard to clean, a playground for mice and beetles.


Once daylight began to fail, the kitchen was lit by candles and oil lamps – as was the whole house. There were certain establishments in Sunderland where gasoliers had replaced chandeliers in the drawing room, and gas geysers had been installed for heating water. The vicarage could not boast such modern inventions, but Bridget and her parents did not object to this. They had heard reports from other servants that gas lighting was messy, smelly and noisy, and had no wish to use a commodity they considered intrusive and dangerous.


‘Bridget?’ Kitty O’Leary left the soup she was preparing for lunchtime and took the tray out of her daughter’s hands. ‘What’s the matter? You look like you’ve lost a penny and found a farthin’.’


‘It’s her, the master’s sister, Mrs Lemaire. She don’t look right, Mam.’


‘Don’t look right?’ Kitty put the tray on the table and then returned to the range where she poured her daughter a cup of strong black tea from the teapot permanently stewing on the hot plate. Handing it to her, she said comfortingly, ‘She’s all right, lass. Her time’s about due, most likely.’


‘I’ve seen the mistress when she had her bairns an’ I tell you, Mam, something’s wrong. Mrs Lemaire don’t look the same as she did when she first came here. She’s all puffy an’ swollen, an’ she’s eaten next to nothin’ again.’ Bridget plumped down on one of the wooden benches. ‘She’s not right,’ she said again. ‘Her lips have got a blue tinge. Like an old man’s.’


‘She’s tired, lass. She came a long way, after all, and in her condition. And the loss of her husband and home must have hit hard. Not only that, she finds her mam an’ da have gone and everything’s changed. It’s enough to send anyone doo-lally-tap, if you ask me.’


Bridget stared into her mother’s round, rosy face. She couldn’t explain the feeling of unease that had grown stronger over the last day or two, but she knew Mrs Lemaire was ailing. And the master and mistress didn’t seem to care. The master hadn’t looked in on his sister once, as far as she knew, and the mistress paid a brief visit each evening before dinner but that was all. There was something queer about all this, and Mrs Lemaire never spoke about her husband or cried as you’d expect.


Kitty sat down beside her daughter. ‘I’m sure if the mistress thinks anything’s wrong she’ll send for Dr Lawrence.’


‘Are you, Mam? Sure, I mean?’


The two women stared at each other for a full ten seconds before Kitty said weakly, ‘She’s his sister, lass, an’ blood’s thicker than water. Anyway, you can’t do nowt and likely she’ll be as right as rain in a day or two. Now drink your tea an’ then go and clear the breakfast things in the dining room before you see to the twins.’


John and Matthew were considered old enough by their mother to dress themselves and join their parents for breakfast every morning, but it was one of Bridget’s many jobs to wake David and Patience, change their nappies and get them ready for the day before giving them their morning bottles and bowls of porridge. Bridget didn’t mind that as the family had grown, so had her duties, which meant she now rose at five o’clock every morning and was rarely in bed before midnight. She loved the children, who were all very well-behaved and docile – all but Patience, that was. Even at a year old the little girl had the upper hand with her twin and a far stronger will than John and Matthew had ever shown.


Swigging down her tea in a few gulps, Bridget rose to her feet. She’d see to the bairns same as normal and carry out the rest of the day’s tasks, but that wouldn’t stop her popping her head round Mrs Lemaire’s door every so often and asking if she wanted anything. Her mam was a great one for believing the best in folk, she’d make excuses for Old Nick himself, would her mam, but Bridget wasn’t so sure about the master and mistress in all of this. They might have taken Mrs Lemaire in but they hadn’t done it willingly, and she couldn’t see them putting themselves out for the poor soul. Aye, she’d keep an eye on her today, just to be sure.


In spite of her good intentions it was nearly eleven o’clock before Bridget knocked on the door of the guest room. David and Patience had been fractious first thing; the twins had heavy colds and seeing to them had taken twice as long as usual, and although she had hurried through her chores she felt as though she had been chasing her tail non-stop. It was her mother, who had prepared an elevenses tray with teacakes warm from the oven and a glass of hot milk, who alerted her to the lateness of the morning. ‘Leave that ironin’, lass,’ Kitty called into the scullery where Bridget was tackling a basketful of the children’s clothes, ‘and take a bite up to the master’s sister. She didn’t have but a mouthful of porridge this mornin’ and she didn’t touch the bacon and eggs as far as I could see.’


Bridget knocked gently on the bedroom door. The twins were having their long morning nap and John and Matthew were at their lessons in the schoolroom with their tutor, who had battled through the snow for the first time in a week, but the master and mistress, although ensconced in the morning room, had ears like cuddy’s lugs and she would prefer not to attract their attention.


She knocked twice before she heard a weak, ‘Come in,’ and when she opened the door Mrs Lemaire was not in the chair by the window but in bed. Even from the doorway Bridget could see her face looked colourless. She hadn’t appeared well that morning, but now she seemed ten times worse.


Crossing the room rapidly, Bridget placed the tray on the bedside table and bent over the still figure. ‘What is it, ma’am? Shall I call the mistress?’


‘No.’ Esther reached out her hand and caught that of the maid’s, holding it with a strength that belied her appearance. ‘I think sitting by the window for a while wasn’t such a good idea. I’m tired, that’s all, and the chair has made my back ache.’


‘Do you think you could eat a little, ma’am?’


‘Not just at the moment, thank you, Bridget. I’ll sleep and maybe have some lunch later.’


Once the maid had left the room, Esther found she couldn’t sleep though. She was suffering some sort of cramping seizure in her back and felt strangely uncomfortable. When Bridget returned with her lunch an hour or two later she still managed to put on a brave face, but by evening the pains had moved round to her stomach and she knew the baby was coming. It was three weeks early by her reckoning, but such was the ferocity of the pains she knew there was no doubt, and when Bridget insisted the mistress must be told, she did not protest.


By midnight the baby still hadn’t been born and Esther was in a state of collapse, drifting in and out of consciousness between the pains which were racking her body with relentless regularity. She was aware of very little besides her agony, but she knew Bridget was kneeling by the side of the bed and holding tight to her hand. At one point she thought she heard the little maid arguing with Mary and demanding that a doctor be called to the house, but then she told herself she must have imagined it. Bridget wouldn’t dare to tell her mistress what to do.


Aeons of time later, or was it just a few minutes – she was beyond telling – a kindly face bent over her and a deep male voice said, ‘Mrs Lemaire, can you hear me? I’m Dr Lawrence and I’ve come to take care of you, m’dear. Everything is going to be all right, you’re in safe hands.’


The baby, a little girl, was born three excruciating hours later. As the infant took her first breath, Esther breathed her last. The doctor and Mary were dealing with the child so it was only Bridget who was aware of Esther’s passing. A deep breath, a flutter of her eyelashes and she was gone.


‘Dr Lawrence?’ Bridget was still holding Esther’s hand but it had gone limp in her grasp, and the note in her voice caused the doctor to spin round and bend over his patient.


It was a minute or two before he straightened, and then his voice was sad-sounding. ‘There’s nothing I can do. She was not bleeding unduly and although the child took its time it wasn’t a particularly long labour. I can only think her heart was not strong.’


Mary had come to the foot of the bed, holding the baby wrapped in a blanket, and after a moment she said, ‘I understand from my husband that his mother had another child two years after he was born who only lived six months. It was thought there was a problem with that child’s heart.’


Dr Lawrence nodded. ‘It could well be a defect of some kind that was passed down. Mrs Lemaire might have lived to old age had she not had children, but both carrying a child and bringing it forth fatigues the mother, and in this case it was too much. I’m very sorry.’


Bridget was listening to the conversation above her head but she could not bring herself to let go of the slim white hand in hers. Mrs Lemaire was dead; after all that pain she was dead – and she hadn’t even seen her daughter. And the baby, it would never know its mother, poor little mite, and its father dead too. What a start to life.


Bridget watched as her mistress drew the doctor to the other side of the room, there to confer with him in low whispers. She caught a few words: ‘ . . . husband recently died and left destitute,’ and then ‘ . . . do our Christian duty to the best of our ability,’ but as she laid the still warm, soft hand on the coverlet and stood stiffly to her feet, she could make out nothing more.


‘Take the child, Bridget.’ Mary’s voice was quiet as she held out the bundle, but behind her sombre facade she was feeling heady with relief. She had been in turmoil ever since Jeremiah’s sister had entered the house, and had laid awake most nights worrying what the outcome of this catastrophe would be. Now it appeared her frantic prayers had been answered. The problem was taken care of. Of course, it would have been more beneficial if the child had died with its mother, but it was clearly strong and healthy, which was a pity. But she would not shirk her responsibility. The child would be brought up in the sight of God, and any badness thrashed out of it before it could take root and grow, as it had with the mother.


She glanced at the still figure on the bed, at the golden hair fanning out in a mass of silky curls and waves across the pillow, and her mouth tightened into a thin line. History would not repeat itself. Not while she had breath in her body.





Chapter 3



‘She’s bonny, isn’t she, Mam? Have you ever seen a bonnier babbie in all the world?’ Bridget gazed down in rapt adoration of the sleeping baby in her arms, the small face with its silky smooth skin and tiny eyelashes and rosebud lips enchanting. ‘The mistress’s bairns were nothing like this. Skinned rabbits they were and they’ve all got her nose.’


It was a full week later. Esther had been buried in the churchyard next to her parents that afternoon, and although the day had been dark and overcast and bitterly cold, it had kept dry until the last guest had gone home. Now, at nearly midnight, the wind was howling like a banshee and rattling the windows, and the second bout of snow they had been expecting for the last day or two was coming down thick and fast.


The funeral had been a quiet one, attended by a few older folk who remembered Esther as a child and had come to pay their respects at the church service, and several colleagues of Jeremiah who sat with him on the local Board of Guardians for the Sunderland workhouse among other things. They and their lady wives were invited back to the vicarage for refreshments. The villagers were not.


Dr Lawrence had been one of the guests. When he had asked after the deceased’s child, he had been told she was feeding well and thriving. The baby was to be christened Sophy Miriam in the spring, after her dear grandmother, and they did so hope Dr Lawrence and his wife would do them the honour of becoming the child’s godparents, Mary had added. The doctor had happily consented. ‘Such a fortunate little girl,’ he had commented on the way home to his wife, ‘to have devoted guardians like Jeremiah and Mary.’


Bridget now carefully placed the sleeping baby in the old wicker laundry basket which Mary had delegated as the child’s crib. The lace-bedecked Moses basket which had been made for her own babies was stored away in the attics, and she had looked askance at Bridget when she had suggested fetching it down.


‘She’s a picture,’ Kitty agreed, joining her daughter and stroking one tiny velvet cheek, ‘aren’t you, my precious? It’s a cryin’ shame, my little flower. A cryin’ shame.’


Bridget didn’t need to ask what her mother meant. The mistress had made it abundantly clear from day one that she was far too busy to see to a newborn baby, neither did she want her niece intruding into their family life. The child would do far better being kept in the kitchen in front of the range where it was always warm, and if she survived the next weeks, which of course one never could tell with such a small baby, either Bridget or her mother would attend to her needs.
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